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Christopher Leinberger’s The Option of Urbanism: 
Investing in a New American Dream is an eminently 
readable account of the re-emergence of “walkable 
urbanism” as an alternative to the dominant “drivable 
sub-urbanism” of late-20th-century America.  Combining 
pop culture references, urban form history, and recent 
research, Leinberger entertains as he leads a general 
audience of readers through the possibilities and 
difﬁculties presented by this new version of the American 
dream.  Although architects and historians such as Andrés 
Duany, Peter Calthorpe, and Kenneth Jackson have 
covered the subject in popular and broadly read books, 
Leinberger’s background as both a real estate scholar 
and a developer of mixed-use projects allows him to 
address this issue from a unique and relevant perspective.  
Planners, developers, and all those interested in 
sustainable real estate development will ﬁnd this book 
an engaging and valuable addition to their library.
Leinberger portrays the history of development in 
America as a pendulum, alternately swinging from density 
and concentration in the central cities to depopulation 
through dispersion to the suburbs.  He cites an exhibit at 
the 1939 New York World’s Fair as a harbinger for the 
strong postwar swing to drivable sub-urbanism.  The 
Futurama exhibit, sponsored by General Motors, depicted 
the ideal city of the modernist movement, replete with 
superhighways, dispersed downtowns, and a house and 
lawn for every family.  Rather than retreading worn 
conspiracy theories that blame government and industrial 
collusion for the spread of suburbia, Leinberger instead 
makes the case that “Americans willingly engaged in 
it.”  The aggregate of countless individual decisions 
found its complement in a government willing to heavily 
subsidize the Futurama vision, and together they created 
an unprecedented suburban housing boom and a blithe 
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abandonment of traditional walkable urbanism.
Other authors have more thoroughly described the 
social or physical change brought by this new suburban 
form of development, but Leinberger earns high marks 
for his description of the parallel transformation of the 
real estate industry.  He describes an industry ﬁnally 
awakened to the advantages of specialization, economies 
of scale, and “Wall Street” ﬁnance.  Leinberger follows 
the market’s evolution from the roaring home building 
of the 1950s through the savings and loan failures of 
the 1980s to the rise of real estate investment trusts and 
commercial mortgage-backed securities of the 1990s. 
Each innovation further entrenched the machine of 
the modern real estate development market, enabling 
it to more efﬁciently produce the homogeneous, auto-
dominated suburban landscape of early 21st century 
America.  
While Leinberger’s descriptions of the negative 
(and positive) consequences of this drivable sub-
urbanism are familiar to planners and even to most casual 
observers of the built environment, his prescription 
for increasing walkable urbanism stands out from the 
current planning dogma.  Without relying heavily on 
government programming or doctrinaire normative 
planning theories, Leinberger argues that if the “playing 
ﬁeld” were level and all development options were 
supported equally, the market would respond with an 
increased number of dense, mixed-use, and pedestrian-
friendly projects.  Using demographic trends and data 
from consumer preference research, he argues that a 
strong pent-up demand for these types of projects exists 
across America, and developers free from the shackles of 
Euclidian zoning and standardized real estate ﬁnancing 
are eager to create a supply.  He cites studies that show 
anywhere from 29 to 54 percent of Americans prefer to 
live in walkable neighborhoods, and he estimates that in 
some locations, these densely-knit communities have a 
sale price premium of 40 percent over similar housing 
in non-walkable neighborhoods.  
For an author aiming to reach the general public, 
Leinberger does an excellent job describing what 
many planners see as an impossibly difﬁcult and time-
consuming problem.  His ﬁve-step program for “leveling 
the playing ﬁeld” is tidy and simple compared with 
other, ideologically rigid approaches that entail so many 
regulations they risk alienating potential residents and 
planners alike.  However, Leinberger acknowledges the 
challenge in implementing his own prescriptions:  rarely 
do instituting overlay zones, ending subsidies for drivable 
sub-urbanism, and investing in rail transit qualify as 
quick policy solutions.  Yet it is perhaps telling that his 
prescriptions for leveling the playing ﬁeld are concise: in 
his conﬁdent brevity, he reveals a strong belief that market 
forces will supply walkable urbanism as long as the proper 
infrastructure is in place, projecting a sort of “if you build 
it, they will come” mentality.  While this may strike 
many observers as naïve or short sighted, the success of 
walkable urbanism projects in places with proper zoning, 
access to public transit, and a strong market demand 
seems to corroborate Leinberger’s argument.    
The Option of Urbanism succinctly presents 
relevant research on the rise of walkable urbanism. 
Unfortunately the book was published in 2008 before 
the inchoate recession and the collapse of the American 
ﬁnancial system, and it is unclear whether these recent 
events would alter any of Leinberger’s prescriptions 
for increasing choice in the market.  However, his own 
account of the real estate industry’s history suggests that 
this recession will likely produce signiﬁcant innovations 
in the products delivered by developers and their funding 
sources, just as recessions in the past have done.  Time will 
tell if such innovations ease the process for developing 
walkable communities and bring about this vision of a 
new American dream.
